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Max Singer’s History of the Future comes as a shock on the tenth anniversary of its
publication. During those years, expectations of future progress have dimmed, and visions of
decline and dystopia have risen in their place.

One cause of the shift in outlook is that standards of objective inquiry and reasoned
argument, which are essential to progress, have come under sustained assault in politics,
journalism, and the universities. They are being subverted by techniques of partisan narrative
and by the primitive doctrine that truth is a function of group or personal identity.

Now Max comes back to us with an account of inexorable human progress set forth with
precisely those virtues now dismissed as weaknesses: logic, learning, concreteness, earnest
consideration of alternative and opposing views, and lack of partisanship and rhetorical
excess. It is a shock of the invigorating kind, like a cold morning shower.

Max’s vocation of foreseeing the future in order to improve it, and his talents for
empirical analysis and capacious argument, were the hallmarks of the research institute he
founded with Herman Kahn. They are, to this day, the crowning attributes of Hudson
Institute research and exposition.

History of the Future is progressivism for the inquiring mind. Its progress is a set of
circumstances with their own intrinsic logic, not a contrived political narrative designed to
sweep aside doubt and opposition. Max embraces the arc of history in the tremendous
modern improvements in material well-being and the increasing division of labor that drives
those improvements. The arc, he explains, is sure to draw in more of the world over time—
because specialization is simple and natural and, critically, is a democratic art, not a
possession of entrenched elites. As a result, growing numbers of people can better their
circumstances through their own individual efforts.

But Max’s arc is not deterministic, with a fixed or even stable end point. Widespread
material progress, and the other attributes of post-1800 modernity that he itemizes, have
transformed human history, even more than the previous big change from hunting-and-
gathering to farming. But they are not history itself and they have not commandeered the
future. The future, thoroughly modernized in Max’s sense of the term, will continue to be
deeply influenced by ancient forces of culture, national tradition, and intellectual fashion,
and by the manifold contingencies of politics and human agency. We know this because it
has been so for the modernized past of the first nations out of the gate, such as the United
States and Great Britain. He emphasizes at several points that, when Planet Earth has become
pervasively modern, a century or two hence, it may or may not be a better or less troubled
world than it was the past.
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Max’s analysis distinguishes the reasonably foreseeable from the contingent unknown.
First, he identifies fourteen attributes of modernity that are likely to become universal, except
perhaps in Arab-Muslim and Sub-Saharan African nations. These attributes include longer,
healthier, more comfortable lives; higher levels of education, knowledge, and choice;
urbanization; smaller families; increasing equality of the sexes; and freedom and self-
government. These are all matters of degree and Max is careful to describe ranges of
possibilities within them. But the essence of his argument is that they all go hand in hand,
causing and reinforcing each other. We know this, he says, from the experience of the first
modernizing nations since 1800. Modernity is now on its way to being reality, to a
substantial degree, for a large share of humanity.

Second, Max identifies “the desperate problems of the future”—problems that the arrival
of mass modernity will not solve and may generate or exacerbate. A world of wealth,
comfort, and free individual choice will lack many of the challenges that in times past were
the crucibles of character and community. Humans may become prone—even more than
now—to hedonism and ennui, psychological depression, and exotic forms of anti-social
pathology, aggression, and cruelty. The decline of the family and religious belief, already
well underway in modern societies, risks emptying life of purpose, moral commitment, and
devotion to personal and social improvement. Continuing fertility decline might lead to
dramatic depopulation and even extinction.

In raising these concerns, Max is not being dystopian, any more than Herman Kahn was
predicting nuclear war. Rather, he is zeroing in on the problems of the future that will be
different from the problems of the past. If he had lived to write another book, it would no
doubt have been addressed to ameliorating those problems.

My tribute to Max and his book is, as he would expect and appreciate, argumentative. [
propose that “freedom and self-government,” the fourteenth of his attributes of modernity,
should instead be placed with his problems of modernity. Max sometimes uses the term
“freedom” to mean opportunity-set—the number and range of choices available to individual
persons—and I agree with him that greater freedom in this sense is, almost by definition, a
concomitant of greater wealth, health, discretionary time, longevity, and knowledge. But he
couples freedom and self-government as a single attribute of modern life, and discusses them
as one in his chapter titled “Freedom: Why a Modern Society Can’t be a Tyranny (for
Long).” He is arguing for a specific form of freedom: political freedom—the ability to
participate in the government one abides by and to demand fair treatment from that
government.

It is here that I see things differently. Max has already taken a few steps in my direction.
In his chapter on freedom and tyranny, he mentions Tocqueville’s warning that modern
countries are vulnerable to the “soft tyranny” of bureaucratic ministration to every little
discomfort of life; and he quotes a similar passage in his chapter on “Desperate Problems of
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the Future.” But these are asides to his larger proposition about what he calls “minimum
adequate government.” Max has no illusions that modern government might be made great or
even good; he recognizes that government will often sacrifice prosperity and efficiency for
the sake of social peace and stability or just to satisfy powerful special interests. All he asks
is this minimum: that government observe the rule of law, applying to itself as well as to its
citizens, and that it protect civil rights and private property.

He says that these attributes are “absolutely essential prerequisites” of his modernity—no
property rights, no prosperity. And that they are inevitable consequences of modernity.
Prosperous, educated people, who are accustomed to exercising choice in their private lives,
will insist on having some say in politics and government. Max’s idea of what that “say”
consists of is practical: political democracy is the right of organized opposition to the
government in power, with a possibility of throwing out the incumbents by peaceful, orderly
means. There are a variety of legitimate procedures for vindicating the right of organized
opposition—but, given the natural propensities of government for corruption, favoritism, and
tyranny, some form is essential. (In what follows, I will be using the term “political
democracy” in Max’s sense I have just summarized, which is also that of Learned Hand,
whom he quotes, and of Joseph Schumpeter and Irving Kristol.)

The difficulty with this analysis, as I see it, is that the procedures and institutions of
democratic self-government in the most advanced nations—those with which we have the
most experience—are thoroughly premodern. All were conceived before Max’s modern
turning point of 1800. Here are three examples:

1. Before 1800, transportation and communications were costly, slow, and accident-prone.
These circumstances shaped the design of the representative legislature in the 17" and
18" centuries—the preeminent institution for managing political conflict, crafting laws,
and countering the power of kings and autocrats with claims of popular sanction.

2. Before 1800, government administration was also costly, slow, and accident-prone.
“Limited Government” was a fact of life before it became a political principle. Primitive,
premodern transportation, communications, and administration meant that government by
the decrees of a remote personage was often uninformed, arbitrary, and unpopular.
Democratic innovators sought to contain these problems by limiting the ambit of
government; by reserving certain powers to subsidiary, more local institutions; and by
providing “due process” for aggrieved citizens.

3. Before 1800, politics was the provenance of the still-tiny segment of society that was
reasonably prosperous and educated, with at least a modicum of leisure time and
knowledge of the world beyond the local farm and village. These political elites designed
institutions of self-government that assumed the presence of recognized elites.



It was this great premodern inheritance that established Max’s “minimum adequate
government,” which in turn set the stage for the first modernist surge in society and economy
in the decades following the American founding. But I contend that these other elements of
modernity proceeded to undermine, rather than reinforce, democratic self-government. The
process began in the late 19" century and has been conspicuous in our contemporary era
beginning in the latter 20" century. It is for this reason that I believe “freedom and self-
government” belongs instead with family and religion as a desperate problem of the future—
a foundational source of social capital that the modern world is tearing down. To wit:

1. The representative assembly was the occasion for politicians to make occasional arduous
journeys to the capital city to learn of developments elsewhere in the nation, to take the
measure of other leaders, to negotiate and compromise with allies and foes, and to craft
laws with some claim to embody a broad social consensus. Modern transportation and,
especially, communications have rendered these functions obsolete. Mass media, social
media, and affinity networking have empowered representatives to monitor far-flung
political developments and personalities instantly and continuously. Politicians now forge
their careers as champions of affinity groups, independently of the internal procedures of
a Congress or Parliament.

2. Max’s central modern development—the spread of prosperity, discretionary time, and
education and knowledge from a small elite to most of the population—has made politics
a mass pursuit and transformed government. In conjunction with networked
communications, it has overwhelmed legislatures with a profusion of demands going far
beyond those of traditional government, including issues of environmental quality;
personal health, safety, and dignity; consumerism; sexual mores; and access and
participation for proliferating categories of personal identity. One result is that
legislatures, encumbered with fussy premodern procedures, have delegated their
lawmaking to missionary administrative agencies—giving us a regime of specialized,
efficient, minute, nonrepresentative law. Another is that the principle of limited
government has fallen by the wayside, aided by advances in government administration,
surveillance, and enforcement. The upshot is that large regions of life that were once
private and informal have been vouchsafed to the highly imperfect mechanisms of
political decision-making and the coercive powers of the state. The politicization of
everyday life has greatly accentuated social conflict and division in the modern
democracies.

3. The passing away of recognized social elites has greatly weakened the balancing of
authority and democracy that was essential to stable self-government. Apart from the
judiciary (a still-persisting professional elite), the checks and balances within government
(as between an august Senate and populist House in the United States) have become
formalities. It was the insight of the Woodrow Wilson progressives that self-government
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required some reservoir of independent authority, and that science and “expertise” might
provide a modern substitute for traditional elites. Instead, science and expertise, when
placed at the fulcrum of governance, have themselves become politicized—a
development vividly on display during the Covid-19 pandemic. We have yet to identify
new sources of stability to balance the passions and interests of atomized, specialized,
unlimited democratic government.

I must conclude this brief review with an assertion rather than a demonstration. I believe 1
could show that the developments I have summarized have seriously eroded the core
requirements of Max Singer’s “minimum adequate government”—a rule of law that applies
equally among citizens and to the government itself, the protection of civil rights and private
property, and due process for aggrieved citizens. Free self-government is a challenge rather
than a concomitant of our modern world. Sustaining it will require imaginative application of
the blessings of modernity that Max expounded with brilliance and hope.



